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Enterprise transformation …
Preface

Purpose of document

The paper under discussion, by Tom Butler and Brian Fitzgerald, was presented at the IFIP WG 8.2 and WG 8.6 joint working conference, held in Helsinki in December 1998.  After Tom's presentation, I presented a brief discussion to the conference, based on the following notes.

Discussant position

The discussant is a practising consultant, with a particular interest in technology change management.

Discussion style

Respecting the tradition established by the conference, the discussion includes the following elements:

· heaps of praise for the authors,

· a few minor methodological quibbles,

· some obscure theory,

· some hard practical questions,

· and, most importantly, a two-by-two matrix.

Introduction

I find it useful to think of four perspectives or domains in relation to transformation. 
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These perspectives are loosely derived from Lacan's Four Discourses.  I shall discuss the contribution of the paper to each of these four in turn.

Knowledge

The advance of knowledge involves two main activities, which need to be closely coordinated.  We create models (or theories) to explain things, and we conduct observations and experiments to test and improve the models.

This corresponds loosely to Lacan's Discourse of the University.
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The paper under discussion is an excellent contribution to knowledge, in this sense.  It describes a model, uses the model to describe some facts, then uses the facts to validate and highlight limitations of the model.

A more complex diagram could be drawn, which would show how the phenomena interacted with the knowledge of the actors.  This knowledge takes two forms: explicit (sometimes known as espoused theory) and implicit (sometimes known as theory-in-use).  The paper doesn't tell us the extent to which the actors in the transformation were familiar with the models used by the authors.

Furthermore, the phenomena belong to a socially constructed or autopoietic system.  Although the authors claim adherence to a constructivist paradigm, this level of complexity is not visible in the paper.

Change

Organizational changes are rarely instantaneous.

· Firstly, there is often a timelag between the mental change and the practical change.  Planned changes are rehearsed in managers' heads before anything happens in practice; while on the other hand, emergent changes happen in practice sometimes long before they are acknowledged in management plans and strategies.

· Secondly, the change rarely affects all parts of the organization at the same time, and some actors will be quicker than others to recognize the change.  The dissemination of new ideas and practices is usually unevenly spread, and the reasons for this are always worth some attention.
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The paper acknowledges that the transformation took time, but doesn't provide any time-based data.  The model included in the paper explains sequence but not duration.  This is a limitation both of the model and of the case history.

From the perspective of IFIP working group 8.6, these aspects of change are most interesting and challenging, both theoretically and practically.  An extension of the paper in this direction would be useful both to theoreticians and to practitioners.

Understanding

As a useful methodological heuristic, we carry out an analysis of interview-based material at three levels.

Level 1
What's going on
At this level, we look at what is said. We don't have to take this at face value if it is obviously wrong; but even if it is wrong, we don't ask why.

Level 2
How do people describe what's going on.
At this level we ask: who is speaking. We are presented with a narrative, which is constructed by a person or group with a particular identity and agenda. What can we learn from the way people describe (and construct) their world?

Level 3
How do people describe to us what's going on?  How do we listen to what's going on?
At this level we also ask: who is listening. What is it about ourselves, as researchers or consultants, that prompts one narrative rather than another? What can we learn from reflecting on how we listen to this narrative?

One of the most important differences between the three levels is the approach to perceived contradictions in the material.  At level 1, the emphasis will be on determining which account is true.  At level 2, the emphasis will be on explaining the contradiction as a phenomenon of the organization.  At level 3, the emphasis shifts to the question why this apparent contradiction has been revealed to this researcher or research team.

Here are two quotes from the paper, which can be explored using the three levels of analysis.

Quote
Questions raised

‘The CEO … changed the IS function’s position within the company structure … .  As a consequence of this change, the power symmetry that existed between the IS department and its business clients was mitigated.  Hence many of the negative effects of “political influence” … were overcome.’
· Who is speaking?  How does this claim fit into his belief system?

· Who is listening?  Why does this speaker feel the need to make this claim to this listener?

‘The IS management’s role has moved beyond that of being a mere strategy implementor and has grown to be one of executive leadership, technology architects, and IT catalysts.’
· Whose value system is being expressed by such words as 'mere' and 'grown'?

Such analysis would significantly deepen the paper, and would be consistent with the author's declared adherence to hermeneutics and constructivism.

Action

The paper appears to be arguing for the following action model.  We can transform organizations by transforming their IT organization.
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This appears to lead to a number of practical recommendations:

· to the CEO or IT director of the organization under study

· to the CEO or IT director of other (similar?) organizations

· to other stakeholders

Although the authors of the paper apparently regard such recommendations as inappropriate, the style of the paper strongly conveys approval and wider applicability of the general direction and strategy adopted within the studied organization.  Any manager from a similar organization, facing similar challenges, would be likely to interpret this paper as an implied recommendation for similar action.
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